THE CORPORATE SOCIETY: THE TOWN COMMUNITY
gild merchant possessed a recognized status; he was backed
by the resources of his society and supported by its recom-
mendations when he travelled to another borough. The
merchant who was at variance with the authorities of a
town could turn to the rulers of his own city, who would
take active steps to defend his interests or avenge his wrongs.
Nowadays the individual seeks redress for his injuries in a
court of law; in a ruder age he found the means of protection
in fraternal union with his fellow-gildsmen. It was the
peculiar feature of town life in the middle ages that an
Englishman's privileges and burdens were borne by him
not as the citizen of a nation but as the member of an urban
community, and that their nature and extent depended
mainly upon the elastic terms of a royal charter or municipal
treaty.
The exclusive monopoly which a mediaeval town sought
to exercise in the sphere of trade was curtailed by the right
conferred on many chartered boroughs to carry their
merchandise all over England free from toll. No mercantile
concession was valued more highly than that which released
traders from local customs barriers; and sometimes it was
extended to ecclesiastical bodies and tenants on royal
estates when they purchased wares for their own use. The
exemption of qualified persons from the payment of tolls
was a normal practice, and even in the seventeenth century
it still remained valid. Thus it warns us not to minimize
unduly the degree of internal free trade shared by merchants
and others in the middle ages; and it shows that the claims
of the gild merchant, when put to the test of law and
economic usage, undergo an appreciable shrinkage. The
multiplication of grants of immunity broke down the
protective system of the English towns, and enabled the great
mass of the traders throughout the country to assert freedom
of traffic.
The close corporation which was established by the trading
community of every borough enjoyed extensive privileges
but it was also burdened with corresponding obligations. In
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